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The following is a popular summary of the well-known events of 1836. 
The details italicised are to be discussed here. 
The brig Stirling Castle is wrecked on the northeast coast of 
Australia. Most of the survivors become castaways on what is to be 
called Fraser Island. Of these, the captain, James Fraser is a pompous, 
fat old bore of about sixty, much in demand by shipowners who had 
managed to over-insure their vessels. His wife, Eliza, is little more 
than a hardbitten shrew from the Orkneys and a terrible liar. Captain 
Fraser dies. Eliza and other survivors, after being captured (or saved) 
by the Aborigines of the area are brought to Moreton Bay by a search 
party from the penal settlement. Most of the men are convicts. One 
of them, John Graham, is to be acclaimed a hero. In Brisbane, Ehza 
raves on deliriously believing herself to be pregnant. In Sydney, she 
stays leisurely recuperating, seemingly not overanxious to return to 
her responsibilities in the Orkneys. Before she leaves Sydney she 
marries the master of the ship that is to take her to England, Captain 
Alexander John Greene of the Mediterranean Packet. Consequent 
upon a public inquiry, money is raised for her in London. Soon the 
Sydney press blames her for not revealing the generous sum raised 
for her in Sydney. The London press has already blamed her for not 
revealing her marriage to Captain Greene. About Eliza's new husband: 
It has been suggested that Eliza, having become mentally unstable 
after her ordeal, was manipulated by Greene. Over fifty years later 
the story is expanded to include a second convict, Bracewell/Bracefell. 
Bracewell is to be acclaimed as both hero and victim. Thus, today: 
a convict tried to save her, got her back to the township of Brisbane; 
when they got there she dobbed him in to the authorities; they threw 
him back into the slammer and gave him an extra few years. At the 
end of her story Eliza is still in London: the last glimpse we have 
of her is as a figure in a tent, showing off her scars to those who had 
paid the sixpence admission. 
Captain Fraser a pompous, fat old bore. . . much in demand by 
shipowners who had managed to over-insure their vessels? He was, 
according to a contemporary account, '. . .urbane in his manners, and 
in altitude and features, what is deemed a handsome man'.' The 
Stirling Castle was built as recently as 1829, and it was stated in 1834 
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that 'The remarkably fast-sailing copper-fastened and newly coppered 
Brig. . . has elegant accommodations. . .'^  
So where is the factual source for the unfavourable comments about 
Captain Fraser and his ship? — Written in Sand; a History of Fraser 
Island, a 1982 book by Fred Williams.' But the statement is 
acknowledged to another source which is a 1976 work of fiction: Eliza 
Fraser by Kenneth Cook" who commented that his Eliza Fraser book 
'is a load of rubbish, but it's a readable piece of stuff for people to 
read in the toilet, or in the bath.'^ 
Eliza little more than a hardbitten shrew from the Orkneys? Patrick 
White made the remark in an interview.* In her first account of the 
shipwreck, Eliza reported that a crewman called her a she-captain. 
This might suggest a shrew and perhaps a hardbitten one.^ 
From the Orkneys? The children of Eliza and James Fraser were 
living in the Orkney Islands at the time of the shipwreck. This is well 
documented. Regarding Eliza, in his much-praised book John 
Graham, Convict 1824, published in 1937, Robert Gibbings writes: 
'Eliza Anne Fraser, before her marriage, had lived all her life in the 
Orkney Islands'.* He presents no evidence. This is understandable, 
because his assumption has since been challenged. A greatgrandson 
of Eliza in New Zealand has written in his copy of Gibbings' book: 
'Wrong. She came from Ceylon where her parents lived.'' Michael 
Alexander seems to have received the same advice; he refers in Mrs 
Fraser on the Fatal Shore (1971) to 'a lady reared in Ceylon."" (But 
such information is of little consequence today; in 1991, David Marr 
states firmly: 'The Mrs Fraser of history was born in the Orkneys, 
. . .'") 
Eliza a terrrible liar? Crewman Harry Youlden calls her that. After 
being reported dead by John Curtis in 1838,'^ Youlden pubHshes in 
1853, a sprightly account of his shipwreck experiences. Of Ehza he 
writes: 'on her account eight of the men had deserted. . .she was a 
terrible liar, and the most profane, artful, wicked woman that ever 
lived. . .' Convincingly baleful, but no evidence produced. On the 
other hand, there is evidence that Youlden may have been paying off 
an old score. Both Eliza and the second mate, Baxter, reported at 
Moreton Bay that Youlden had behaved badly after the shipwreck. 
Eliza asserted that Youlden had robbed her of water she had collected 
for her husband; he was the one who called her a she-captain. Because 
of Eliza's report on the behaviour of Youlden, the commandant at 
the penal settlement. Captain Foster Fyans, put him on sinisterly 
termed ration No.5. As well, Fyans informed the ship's agent in 
Sydney. A consequence of this was likely to have been a reduced payout 
which Youlden complained about. Youlden as presented by his article? 
17 
Most virtuous — 'I remained by the ship [on which he sailed to 
Sydney] until the captain effected a sale of her. . .' Heroic — 
'Provoked at their [other crewmen's] want of courage, I rushed alone, 
spear in hand, upon our tormentors. . .' Informative except where the 
details are clearly incorrect. 
Is Harry Youlden a terrible liar? If he got drunk on the longboat 
and threatened to throw the captain overboard, as Baxter reports, and 
was disrespectful and bad, as Foster Fyans reports", Youlden is by 
omission, a terrible liar. Otherwise, he is a moderate Uar. For instance, 
he writes: 'When found, the captain and chief-mate were dead.' (Their 
bodies were never found.) He laments that 'we had brought no 
weapons from the wreck.' (Baxter, Eliza, and most importantly the 
steward Corralis name different weapons and what happened to 
them.'") A more mysterious kind of lie is Youlden's giving one of the 
survivors a name which does not appear on any hst, the curious name 
of McTregor.'^ 
Eliza believing herself to be pregnant? Both Eliza and Foster Fyans 
referred to EHza being attended by a doctor at Moreton Bay. Eliza 
called him Dr Robinson.'* Foster Fyans gave him his correct name, 
Dr Robertson.'^ Neither mentioned pregnancy. 
The first published reference to such a circumstance is in 1971. It 
is made by Michael Alexander: 'Dr Robertson, who attended her, 
reported that she was obsessed with the idea that she was pregnant, 
but he was finally able to convince her that this was not the case.''* 
In 1986, Barry Dwyer and Neil Buchanan refer to the subject twice. 
First: 'His [the doctor's] official report records that she made a rapid 
recovery but that she was beset with a worry that she might be 
pregnant.' Again: 'She had an absolute dread of being pregnant, either 
from the actions of Bracewell or Aborigines, but Dr Kinnear Robinson 
[sic] was at least able to assure her she was safe in that regard.''^ In 
1990, Jim Davidson: 'She raved on deliriously, believing herself to 
be pregnant, tainted as it were by the life she had been forced to 
lead.'"" 
Where is the doctor's report? Medical historian, Dr Ross Patrick 
writing in 1987 mentions Dr Robertson's part in caring for the Stirling 
Castle survivors.^' He cites no official report, nor does Sir Raphael 
Cilento writing of the same incident in his paper of 1961: Medicine 
in Queensland.^^ Both writers seem to be indebted here to the 
account of John Curtis. 
Certainly Sir Raphael has written elsewhere about Dr Kinnear 
Robertson and Eliza. Before the publication of Alexander's book 
(where he is listed unspecifically in Acknowledgements) he had written 
an account of Dr Robertson and his wife discussing Eliza's fear that 
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she is pregnant. Dr Robertson says 'I have told her that what she fears 
is quite unlikely. . .' So this is the primary source? It appears to be. 
It is Sir Raphael Cilento's unpublished novel.^' 
As well as fiction acting as fact, there is fact acting as fiction in 
the Eliza Fraser connection. Patrick White in A Fringe of Leaves 
(1916) describes a fight between two Aborigine women. One a mature 
woman, the other a girl, they fight over a male warrior. The girl inflicts 
a severe scalp wound on the woman. The woman 'retaliated with such 
a jab that the yam-stick pierced the girl's side below the breast.' (And 
killed her.) The woman with the scalpwound 'was sat propped against 
a tree . . . Somebody brought a handful of charcoal and rubbed it 
in.'^" Constance Campbell Petrie in Tom Petrie's Reminiscences of 
Early Queensland (1904) describes a fight between two Aborigine 
women 'one a young girl of eighteen years, and the other over thirty. . . 
They fought about a young man.' The older woman 'suddenly made 
a prod with her yam stick, and sticking the sharp point into her 
enemy's body, killed her immediately.' (In this earlier account the blow 
to the head comes next and is inflicted by the dead girl's brother upon 
the older woman.) The wounded woman is carried away but is later 
found sitting up. 'The wound on her forehead was filled in with fine 
charcoal.'^^ 
Eliza leisurely recuperating?^^ Eliza stayed four months in Sydney 
before leaving for England. Michael Alexander may well have 
considered this leisurely recuperating. But in Sydney, Eliza's state of 
health would have been of concern to those looking after her. It would 
also have been well-known to shipping masters in the harbour; young 
Henry Wren, an officer on the Duchess of Northumberland wrote 
in his diary in early November: 'I should like extremely to hear her 
narrative but she is quite lost at times. . .'^ ^ It may not have been 
easy to find accommodation for a passenger such as Eliza Fraser, even 
if many ships were available. 
And how many ships were available, that is, carrying passengers 
and sailing in the right direction? From the end of October, 1836, 
to the end of January, 1837, those listed as sailing to the British Isles 
with passengers appear to be four in number. Perhaps there were more 
but not many.^ * 
Eliza manipulated by Greene? This statement by Jim Davidson 
rightly starts: It has been suggested. . .^' Michael Alexander 
suggests, but does little more than that. He quotes the Sydney Gazette 
suggesting 'Captain Greene's conduct in the matter is highly 
reprehensible if. . .' and he suggests that 'Captain Greene, who should 
have been her protector, seems only to have been her exploiter.''" He 
reproduces a petition by Greene to the Secretary of State for the 
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Colonies.^' But neither he nor anyone else, in print, has looked closely 
at Greene, the writer. 
Writer? Was not Eliza's new husband another sea-captain: master 
of the brig Mediterranean Packet on which she sailed to England: 
Captain Alexander John Greene? 
J. Greene was how he signed a newspaper contribution. In 1836, 
there were several of these, unnoticed by those interested in the Eliza 
Fraser story. (But noticed by Robert McNab who was interested in 
whaling; he thus quoted Greene's report on conditions in Cloudy Bay, 
and praised him for it.'^) 
Michael Alexander, without suggesting Greene's authorship 
mentions that in New Zealand Greene 'had been involved in a minor 
skirmish' and (cryptically) 'the event was misreported at length in the 
Sydney papers. . .'" It was Greene who supplied an account of this 
affair. First chronologically, are Greene's reports when he sailed into 
Sydney from the Bay of Islands on May 25/26 of 1836. Each item 
features what appears to be Greene's favourite subject: adventure of 
the calamitous variety. Thus his own Mediterranean Packet 
experienced 'the most awful hurricanes, which split her sails to 
ribbons'. 
When the brig was anchored at Cloudy Bay, 'nearly the whole of 
the seamen deserted, after plundering the vessel. . . The runaways it 
is hoped will be captured and brought to Sydney to be dealt with for 
such villainous conduct.' 
He carried with him Captain J.B. Harewood who had used his brig, 
the infamous Lord Rodney, to ferry Maori invaders to the Chatham 
Islands, but had since lost the Lord Rodney. Captain Greene was able 
to describe the catastrophe in the Sydney Herald, May 30, 1836: '. . . 
huge rocks were hanging over the ship's mast-head, the hull of the 
vessel breaking up on those below, and the wind and waves assisting 
the general destruction of the ill-fated Rodney.' In addition to writing 
of this catastrophe at length, Captain Greene deals briskly with such 
items as the master of an English whaler putting 'an end to his 
existence by flinging his body to the deep through the cabin 
window. . .''" 
After he sails into Sydney Harbour in November, 1836, Captain 
Greene not only reports on the disastrous whaling season in Cloudy 
Bay ('the water in the bay has not been so divested of that food which 
the bountiful hand of Providence was wont to distribute. . .') he also 
has news of himself on the brink of disaster. Guiltless but chosen to 
'die as satisfaction' for the death of a Maori chief, he was warned 
by a member of another tribe, and thus saved.'^ (Referred to briefly 
by Alexander.) 
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The Greene style seems infectious. In 1837, appears a New York 
publication: Narrative of the Capture, Sufferings, and Miraculous 
Escape of Mrs. Eliza Fraser... (Michael Alexander discusses this 
version; because he was unaware of or chose to disregard Captain 
Greene's reportage he does not suggest the Greene influence.) In this 
American publication, Eliza's capture is effected by a tribe of Indians. 
An elderly one proposes forcefully 'I should become his squaw!' 
Nothing comes of this. Like Captain Greene, Eliza is saved from 
danger with little time to spare: 'the savage monster. . . seized me by 
the shoulder, and fiend-hke forced me within the enclosure of his 
dismal and filthy cabin, but before he had time to accomplish his 
designs. . . they [the rescuers] arrived in season to frustrate the designs 
of the savage brute. . .' Eliza's timely rescue is put down to 'the 
interposition of Divine Providence'. Providence is referred to 
frequently in this account, but not at all in the two reports Eliza made 
in Australia. It is a term much favoured by Captain Greene. Eliza 
appears to catch the Captain Greene literary fever before reaching 
Liverpool. The story of Eliza and the Indian tribe has at the bottom: 
Liverpool, July 2, 1837. Eliza's homeward voyage does not end until 
July 16, 1837. 
The story is apparently written on board the Mediterranean Packet, 
but did Eliza write it? At the beginning of it is the disclosure: 
having never received but an indifferent education, and having 
been. . .deprived of my husband, and thereby of that aid that would 
have been of essential service to me in this my undertaking, I cannot 
therefore but flatter myself that. . . my readers will expect no more 
from me, than a plain, unvarnished tale. . . 
Readers will expect no more but they get more. How does this come 
about? Because a ghostwriter has been at work? The shipboard story 
has an addendum. Written in the third-person, it is acknowledged 
to be by someone other than Eliza, yet the style, although more sober 
than the first-person account, is similar to it (and to Captain Greene's 
reportage). Providence is referred to four times. It begins: 
There is one important fact relating to the extreme sufferings of 
Mrs. Fraser, which, probably through modesty she has failed to 
mention in her narrative-four days after they had committed 
themselves to the care of Providence, Mrs. Fraser was delivered of 
a child, while up to her waist in water in the long boat — the infant 
was born alive but after a few gasps was drowned, and the 1st mate 
wrapped up the body in a part of his shirt, which he tore from his 
back for the purpose, and let it go with the tide.'* 
Not mentioned 'probably through modesty' in the current narrative, 
and not mentioned in either of Ehza's Australian narratives, the birth 
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story is to take off from here. It will be presented, word for word, 
at the London inquiry. It will be Eliza's testimony." It turns out that 
references to nursing a child are first made in this account. 'One of 
the women having two children obliged her to nurse one of them, 
notwithstanding the severe labour she had to perform. . .' and 
'maggotpicking. . . and nursing one of the children. . .' Fictionally, 
Sir Raphael Cilento (who thought of it first)'* and Patrick White" 
will write of breast feeding. Factually, Michael Alexander will do the 
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same. 
Alexander's 'The granny then started kneading. . .' is paralleled by 
Patrick White's 'the oldest and skinniest among them approached 
Mrs Roxburgh and without ceremony squeezed. . .' Then White 
chooses probability: 'the httle girl bit the unresponsive teat, and spat 
it out. . .' 
Apart from the somewhat ambiguous nursing remarks in Eliza's 
testimony, the rationale for this is an account of childbirth (taking 
place a month before the nursing) which Eliza did not write. It was 
presented at the inquiry as her testimony, but she did not write it. 
The author of the third-person addendum to the shipboard account 
wrote it. Captain Greene, who else? And was Captain Greene the 
writer, ghost-writer, of the preceding first-person narrative as well? 
(And possibly Eliza's statement at the London inquiry, which was 
considered to be 'necessarily confused and incoherent' yet did not 
read that way to the paper, and repeated exactly the previous account 
of child-birth, and concluded after the first session with a declaration 
— inaccurate — by Captain Greene?) 
Certainly Ehza's name is at the end of the first-person shipboard 
piece. It is printed; ELIZA FRASER. At Moreton Bay her name is 
at the end of her first report of the shipwreck. Apparently her 
signature, it is: Eliza Anne Fraser. 
Eliza dobbed him in . . . they threw him back into the slammer 
and gave him another few years?^^ Told on the tourist trails of Fraser 
Island, this is entertainment. Only the humourless and foolish would 
challenge it in a tourist bus. It is also likely to be the most widely 
known version today. Yet, far from dobbing Bracewell in to the 
authorities, Eliza said nothing about him at all. More than fifty years 
after the shipwreck Henry Stuart Russell wrote in Genesis of 
Queensland of finding Bracewell (whom he calls Bracefell); he gave 
a lengthy report of how Eliza reneged on a deal with the convict. 
Michael Alexander devotes a chapter of Mrs Fraser on the Fatal Shore 
to rubbishing Russell's story. He might have added that only nine years 
after the shipwreck Russell wrote in an article of finding the convict; 
here, Russell made no mention of Bracewell (Bracefelt in this account) 
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even seeing Eliza."^ Another fact ignored or not known is what Russell 
wrote not in the book but in his manuscript of Genesis of Queensland. 
In both book and manuscript is the sentence: 'She wouldn't speak; 
when she did as we went on, she said she would complain of me.' 
Only in the manuscript the sentence continues: 'for my conduct 
towards her in the bush.!!!' The extra words are crossed out and thus 
never published."' 
Russell was loath to present Bracewell unfavourably. Whether the 
story was an idea of Russell that Russell remodelled or a claim of 
Bracewell that Russell remodelled, the injured party was to be 
Bracewell rather than Eliza. 
But complain? The white men who she met were worse than the 
blacks. Eliza said that,"" still not accusing Bracewell. Michael 
Alexander speculates 'that she had in fact formed some relationship 
with Bracefell involving a secret shame she wished to keep 
concealed.'"^ Dwyer and Buchanan suggest 'he had taken advantage 
of his female companion. Weak and tired, she had been unable to 
resist him.' (Then the statement about a fear of pregnancy being 
recorded in an official report by the settlement's doctor.) Later: 'It 
can be understood why Mrs Fraser made no official statement about 
the matter. To protect her reputation, she said nothing.'"* No one has 
ever given Eliza the credit of forbearance, or gratitude; even the 
implication of 'complain of me' could have brought terrible 
punishment on Bracewell when he was brought back to Moreton Bay 
(and without accusation by Ehza he was brought back in 1837; if 
betrayal could be said to have taken place, it was carried out then, 
by another convict, Derrington;"^ Bracewell escaped again, and after 
the penal settlement was closed he was found by Russell's party). 
Eliza a figure in a tent, showing off her scars to those who had 
paid the sixpence admission?^^ This is from a 1990 account based on 
Alexander's account which was, in turn, based on that of Henry Stuart 
Russell. Was it not Russell who saw Eliza exhibiting herself in a tent 
for sixpence? 
Russell did not see Eliza. He did not say he did. He did not say 
Eliza was the woman exhibiting herself. He did not mention a tent. 
If he had paid sixpence and looked at the woman he was not likely 
to know who she was. But he didn't pay sixpence. He was walking 
from Hyde Park down Oxford Street. He observed a man carrying 
'one of those show advertisements'. He looked at the scene depicted. 
He read the writing beneath it: 'Stirling Castle, wrecked on the coast 
of New Holland, Botany Bay, all killed and eaten by savages: only 
survivor, a woman, to be seen, 6d. admission.'"' Since he doesn't 
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suggest otherwise, Russell must have then continued along Oxford 
Street to wherever he was going a few minutes earlier. 
Russell would have known that the real Eliza Fraser was almost 
certainly not the woman in the sideshow. London at that time was 
alive with street entertainers: conjurers, jugglers, fire-eaters, dramatis 
personae enacting popular stories of the day. They were professionals. 
Dwyer and Buchanan, although mistakenly writing: 'Henry Stuart 
Russell reported that years later he saw her performing in a sideshow' 
creditably continued 'but whether this was indeed Mrs Fraser, reduced 
to this indignity, or a professional actress, is impossible to 
determine.'^" Theirs is a minority quibble. Michael Alexander, who 
had launched a spirited attack on Henry Stuart Russell's Bracewell 
story, is pleased to take Russell's sideshow advertisement story further 
than Russell took it: 'With her Captain checking receipts in the 
background, we can imagine her sitting in some crude booth. . .'" 
The booth or tent cannot easily be surrendered: the last glimpse 
we have of her is as a figure in a tent. . . Without it, how can there 
be a satisfactory setting for the final scene? How can there be a 
satisfactory setting for the whole story? Such a question might well 
be asked in regard to the theatre piece Eliza Fraser Sings. This 
production relies on a booth from beginning to end. It is explained 
in the section entitled Background: 'Mrs. Fraser set herself up in a 
showground booth in Hyde Park, Sydney, where she displayed her 
scars and told her stories to all and sundry for the price of sixpence 
apiece.' And: 'the work is concerned with Mrs. Fraser soliciting 
customers outside her booth. . .' It is suggested in Performance Notes 
that 'few, if any, stage properties should be necessary.'" This seems 
fitting instruction for any recounting of the Eliza Fraser story. 
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